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Today: health inequalities then and now

• ‘Then’: health and health 
inequalities historically

• ‘Now’: health and health 
inequalities in past 16 years

• Underlying theme: importance of 
political determinants of health & 
health inequalities…

• …leading to required political 
(policy) responses (briefly)

• Note: principally talking about 
socioeconomic inequalities in 
mortality/life expectancy today

• Drug deaths highly relevant to all 
this



‘Then’: health & health inequalities in 
Scotland (historically)



Background: Scotland’s health



Scotland & other Western European countries



Not always the ‘Sick Man of Europe’



Understanding national trends

• Life expectancy is low because inequalities are wide



Scotland: widest health inequalities in W. Europe
UNEQUAL



Health (life expectancy) inequalities - Scotland



Health (life expectancy) inequalities - Glasgow



Understanding national trends

• Life expectancy is low because inequalities are wide

• And health inequalities have widened considerably in that period 
(1979→)

• They have widened because society has become fundamentally more 
unequal in that period



Socioeconomic inequality in the UK

1979





Socioeconomic inequality in the UK

1979



1979



Photo: Raymond Depardon, Glasgow, Scotland, 1980. © Raymond Depardon/Magnum Photos



Understanding national health trends

• So, Scotland:
• lowest life expectancy in Western Europe… 
• … linked to slower improvement… 
• … linked to widening (now widest) health inequalities… 
• … linked to widening societal (socioeconomic) inequalities…
• …caused by government policies

• Drug deaths: both a consequence and contributor

• And 16 years ago, that was the end of the talk

• But things have changed profoundly since 2010

• We are now in a new era of inequalities (and not in a good way!)



‘Now’: health inequalities in the last 15 years



Not always the ‘Sick Man of Europe’



Background







city’s 20% most deprived

city’s 20% most deprived

city’s 20% most deprived



city’s 20% most deprived areas

city’s 20% least deprived areas



• 2010: start of UK Government 
‘austerity’ aimed at cutting annual 
public spending by £85 billion1

• Annual social security budget to have 
been cut by £47 billion by 2020/212

1. Office for Budget Responsibility 2013.
2. Scottish Government 2017



Is there evidence to support this?

• Er, yes..



The evidence of an altered society

• Food banks

• Child poverty

• Healthy life expectancy

• Mental health trends

• Birth outcomes

• Mortality trends
• Including drugs deaths

Source: Walsh D., McCartney G. Changing mortality rates in Scotland and the UK: an updated summary. Glasgow: 
Glasgow Centre for Population Health; 2023



Mortality changes and drug deaths

Figure 1. Decomposition of 
the contribution of specific 
cause of death to changes in 
female life expectancy 
between 2001–03 and 
2012–14, and 2012–14 and 
2017–19, for the populations 
living in the 20% most 
deprived (top charts) and 
20% least deprived (bottom 
charts) areas 



Mortality changes and drug deaths



The evidence of an altered society

• Food banks

• Child poverty

• Healthy life expectancy

• Mental health trends

• Birth outcomes

• Mortality trends
• Including drugs deaths

• And much more besides
Source: Walsh D., McCartney G. Changing mortality rates in Scotland and the UK: an updated summary. Glasgow: 
Glasgow Centre for Population Health; 2023



Evidence?

• There’s so much of it we’ve filled 
a book with it

• (Warning: shameless book plug 
ahead!)

• The book has a more interesting 
title than this talk

• (NB all royalties go to NHS 
charities and not the authors)



Policy responses (1)

• Recommendations e.g.:
• Declare the issue a ‘public health emergency’

• Reverse austerity policies

• Adopt public health, not criminal justice, 
approach

• Adopt evidence-based approach

• Safe consumption facilities

• Decriminalise drugs for personal use

• All rejected by UK Government



Policy responses (2)

• It’s no mystery…

• The solutions to health inequalities are well understood

• To address changes of past 16 years: 
• reverse cuts to social security – to create a robust ‘safety net’

• invest in public/social services

• To address health inequalities more generally:
• adopt evidence-based measures to narrow societal inequalities   

• But this requires political will

• Does it exist?



Policy responses (2)

• UK Government austerity 
policies:
• 2010-2015: Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat Coalition Government

• 2015-2024: Conservative 
Governments (including those led 
by even more inspiring figures)

• We’re two years into a Labour 
UK Government – any cause for 
celebration?



The solitary ‘good news’ slide



However….



However… (no. 2)



However… (no. 3)



Nae money?

• UK social security system the least 
generous of any high-income 
country

Sources: OECD; UBS Global Wealth Report; Sunday Times Rich List 2026; IMF, World Bank, UN; OBR



Nae money?

• UK social security system the least 
generous of any high-income 
country

• By any measure, the UK is one of 
the richest countries on the planet

• The wealth of the richest 150 
people = c.£670bn
• > GDP of Norway (and Sweden, 

Belgium, Ireland, Austria etc etc)
• 3 times the health & social care 

budget of the UK

• Hmm. If only there were some way 
we could afford to pay for a better 
society?

Sources: OECD; UBS Global Wealth Report; Sunday Times Rich List 2026; IMF, World Bank, UN; OBR



I’ll shut up now

• (aka ‘in conclusion’)

• Health inequalities are entirely 
political

• They have been widened by 
atrocious/harmful policies
• Drug deaths are a key, tragic, part of that

• NB But they can be narrowed by good 
policies
• Multiple examples across time and place

• We need to collectively demand this 
from our political leaders

• (You can start to do that this 
afternoon)
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