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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

ﬁoliticql determinants of health & = 4
ealth inequalities... B lscofush

. . i ' | \conservative) § _
e ...leading to required political = 8 g Unionist || ¢

(policy) responses (briefly)

* Note: principally taIkinF about
socioeconomic inequalities in
mortality/life expectancy today

. Dhr_ug deaths highly relevant to all
this




‘Then’: health & health inequalities in
Scotland (historically)
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SCOTLAND remains the “sick man of Europe"”, a new study has revealed.
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lly shake off 'sick man of Burope’ tag

Glasgow's "sick man of Europe” tag was “not always accurate” but the cost of
living crisis on top of years of austerity risks the city regressing, a leading

doctor has said,
The “sick man of Europe” tag began to surface in Glasgow more than half a

rived had stalled
century ago.
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Male & female life expectancy
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Understanding national trends

e Life expectancy is low because inequalities are wide



Lifespan variation (ef) 2017/19, W. European countries - MALES AND FEMALES
Source: calculated from Human Mortality Database (HMD) data - www.mortality.org.
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Is Scotland still the UNEQUAL
man of Europe'?
It was a tag infamously given to the UK in the 1970s to reflect a period of

economic and social challenges facing the country under the
administrations of Ted Heath and Harold Wilson.

By The Newsroom
Friday, 23rd September
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Health (life expectancy) inequalities - Scotland

Male life expectancy at birth by SIMD deprivation decile, Scotland 2017-19

Source: National Records of Scotland
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Health (life expectancy) inequalities - Glasgow

Male life expectancy at birth by Glasgow neighbourhood 2017-19

Understanding Glasgow (from NRS data)

Source

0'¢8

84.0

159A0 SP[aIYsyojod
9718 eSS EOU1E]) 1§ SPUB|MIN
£08 APISUIA|R)Y '] 3|epuUIA|RY

£'08 mee-——————e—EEEE—— | (SIS R HEIY1eD

£6/ me———————————————————————————— 157 {21 11E R ||IyueMO] ‘pue|pUAH

8'8L u03s13)|IIy 1) uoisholqoy
€8/ n——— | U121 AA R |[IYUEPIO[ ‘pue|SIIUUY
8L 100§1j01D)
6 e |1 mOlIe D R uojsalj|iey
9LL BPLIOJ{ WUNOA ] led s ury
O e |5 9 31 ed R [[lyuoolg
TLL yojjod

0 ee——————eeessssssssssmm— |21} 9112 g 9pIsdue
6'6/ mEEeeesessssssEssssssssssssm—— 1523 SP[21Ys0||0d
LG e ——— . P|2YuESFOH R |1y 0€I
S'SL yledssoly g uoigies) ‘uoisnoyeljag
5’5/ meeeeessssssssssssssssss——— |EUOPIED Y1NOS R UOISH001D

GG/ ——— OSUNQ1R1IS R SPUBIMEYS

€9 nee——— N 0]5]100S 7@ 1930\

05/ Se-———seeeeeessssssss———— 00MBISUBA R SMEYSYO||0d

6'vL uolsIapuy 12 [IYyIoA
9T/, ————— S PUE|pOOAA TR PEIY||IH
a7 u0JSIALILING g [[IYAlelp] Y1ion
P, ————m £3]U1E(Q 7 ||IYSHN UINOS
Tl poomsiysiuy
T, s UNOJSILUUBJ
9'el [lyueson

¢'¢/ meeeeeeesssssssssss———— 29|IUBd 7 pleuopled yuonN

§' €/ meeeeessssssssssss———— 2| D1EPIIE|H

¢t/ meeeeeessee—— Ol PEMUIED R UBPIY

el neeeeee———— 0159|1195 JSE] 7R UOUIDA JUNOIA
0'¢/ ———— 10P11100 PEOY [|IYAIE|A

6. | 00|WEYHED 7R 91ZEYINY
97/ e S|E(105 191310

G, e————  PUE|S2IUUY g 3|dwa |

el yooj|nwliegq 7 jooulojeg
8T/  m—— ||IYUEID 7R BLIPPIY
8'1TL %0]]0d YHON 3 [[1y4ax10D
1/ e U0159]1124S 1S90 7] 5S04D|[0 |
£€TL yieuelleg g Slogsunds
TT, meeeeesessssss—— U0} 77 [[IYguie]
6'0L asnoyJalse]

7oL —— 101S3UIY 1] X014
70/ e U3|3A10]
10/ e——— Y20UleW[EJ 1§ PEALIE]
00/ me—— 2UAJUIED 73 [IYSeH
00/ =———————— UING3ulIdg
69 m—— U0]}23plIg 3 UOYHED
0'69 meeeee——— || IWU3]1SED
689 meesss——— U0]SILLIID 7 ||IYUOISAOY YIS
7’89 e )1ed|ISSO4 3 ||1yoNY
£89 m—— POOM|[IY3SNOH 73 |[1Y1S31Id
T'80 e |2deyoWNIQJ
8/9 e Al D UEYIB R 213U AND
'Y mmmm UBAOD 121E3ID

=} =} o o =} =] =} =] o =]
(] o o] [X=) =t o~ (=) o0 [Xe=] =t
[22] o0 M~ M~ M~ M~ M~ [¥s] [Xs] [¥s]



Understanding national trends

* And health inequalities have widened considerably in that period
(1979->)

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



Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS)

Income inequality trends, GB/UK*, 1961-2010
Source
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Sighthill Link Towpath Project

NS
This project has been fundeq by SUhS'II'R(;;Af
(Places for Everyone) with th_e elp .
Scottish Canals and Glasgow City Coun

N7 These upgraded paths connect North Car?al
N4 Bank Street and Port Dundas with Sighthill.

Scottish  r~=, | g
! 7 Places for SUStran:
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HarrisonStevens b

landscape architecture
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Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS)

Income inequality trends, GB/UK*, 1961-2010
Source
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Gini coefficient of income inequality, W. European OECD countries 2018
Source: OECD
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d by top 1%) and mortality inequality

income receive
(gap between ‘best’ and ‘worst’ local authority area), Great Britain 1920-2005

in income inequality (share of national

Trends

Source: Thomas et al. 2010 and Dorling, 2010
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BMC Public Health

-related deaths in Scotland 1979-2013: ®

evidence of a vulnerable cohort of young
men living in deprived areas
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Higher mortality from alcohol- and dry
- ( , violence and suicide (parti
and higher mortality from hear
and cancer throughout adulthood ca
" mortality (ie. higher mortality o
erences in socioeconomies

SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY

-
o Rising inequality during the 1980s increased the risk of drug-related deaths
. among members of "Generation X" in Scotland, a new study has found.
. Researchers found the "social, economic and political contexts of the 1980s"

may have caused an increase in drug deaths in the following years.

The new analysis was carried out by NHS Health Scotland and Glasgow
University.

The news comes as the Scottish government convenes a meeting of health
loadare o diccuse futiuce dr



Understanding national health trends

* So, Scotland:

* lowest life expectancy in Western Europe...

* ... linked to slower improvement...

* ... linked to widening (now widest) health inequalities...

e ... 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

e 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



Male & female life expectancy
Scotland and 18 other Western European Countries, 1851-2019

Source: Human Mortality Database
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Life expectancy progress in UK 'stops for Scottish life expectancy improvements
first time' stall
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Although the population is aging, life expectancy is no longer showing clear progress

Life expectancy in the UK has stopped improving for the first time since 1982,

when figures began. Life expectancy improvements have stalled, according to a report from the

National Records of Scotland.

Women's life expectancy from birth remains 82.9 years and for men it is 79.2, the
figures from the Office for National Statistics, for 2015-17, show. It said the change came after three decades in which Scottish residents have been
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ASMR per 100,000 pop

Age-standardised mortality rates, females, England 1981-2019
Source: Walsh & McCartney 2023

1400
1200
1000
800
600
400
= = = People in 20% most deprived areas
200 England
= == pPeoplein 20% least deprived areas
0 ] 1 1 ] 1 1 ] 1 1 ] 1 ] 1 ] ] 1 ] ] 1 ] ] 1 ] ] 1 ] 1 ] ] 1 1 ] 1 1 ]
o 9 0 D d O R R T N I A >y & O o A O W D XL oA DO
FEFF S LIS FTFFS F LI TIPS
SIC GG A MM LIS M i SRS SRS S RO e
NTNTNTNTNT NN N NN N NN N NN N NN Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Yy Yy Yy Yy Ay Ay oy



Age-standardised mortality rates, females, Scotland 1981-2021

Walsh & McCartney 2023
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d mortality rates, males and females, all ages

Source: de Haro Moro et al 2025

ise

/ _.‘mom-mSN
\ | 020Z-8107
\ ( 6107-LT0T
\ _ 81079707
\ L10Z-5T0
AN ) | 91024107
A / | STOZ-ETOT
¥10Z-210T

| €10Z-110T
| 2107-010Z
| T10Z-6007
| 0T0Z-8007
| 6002-L00T
, | 8002-900¢
S _ | £002-5002
900Z-£002

| 500Z-£007
_ | 7007-2002
£002-1002

| 200Z-0007
| 100Z-666T
| 000Z-866T
| 666T-L66T
| 8661-966T
| 166T-566T
| 966T-466T
| S66T-E66T
| ¥66T-266T
| €661-T66T
| 7661-066T
| 1661-686T
| 0661-886T
| 6861-£86T
| 8861-986T
| /861-586T
| 98610861
| G86T-€86T
| p861-786T
| €861-186T

city’s 20% most deprived

d mortality rates, females, 0-64 years
-—

iIse
Source: Walsh & McCartney 2023

age-standard

GLASGOW

o =] =] o =]
N [=] Ln o L
m [ag] o~ o~ —

dod 000°00T 12d HINSY

o o
N

500
450
400
100

age-standard

d mortality rates, males and females, all ages
LEEDS

iIse

FUU ¥ UOU ¥

| 0661-886T
| 6861-£86T
| 8861-986T
| £861-586T
| 9861-786T
| G86T-€86T
| ¥86T-786T
| €86T-T86T

Source: de Haro Moro et al 2025

1800

o o o
O 0 0
0
1

400
200

0 o

1600
1400
1200

dod 000‘00T J2d YINSY

age-standard

LIVERPOOL

S~

FUU T UOUF

| 0661-886T
| 6861-286T
| 8861-986T
| /861-586T
| 9861-v86T
| G86T-€86T
| ¥86T-286T
| €86T-186T

2000
1800
1600
1400

o o
o [=}
cQ w0

dod 000'00T 42d HINSY

1200
1000
400
200




d mortality rates, females, 0-64 years
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Age-standardised mortality rates, females, Scotland 1981-2021

Source: Walsh & McCartney 2023
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2010: start of UK Government

‘austerity’ aimed at cutting annual
public spending by £85 billion?

Annual social security budget to have
been cut by £47 billion by 2020/212
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The evidence...
P Changes to life expectancy/mortality rates
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‘ Researchers believe cuts to social security benefits and services are key to
understanding these trends, which have hit families living in the poorest
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Abstract

Previous d i ly ified the ibution of changes in age- and cause-specific mortality to the
adverse changes in life expectancy observed in the UK since 2012. We extend those analyses by stratifying by
socioeconomic deprivation. Between 2012-14 and 201719, changes in life expectancy were substantially worse in
Scotland’s 20% most deprived areas. Megative impacts on life expectancy were found for most age groups and
causes of death, reversing improvements between 2001-03 and 2012-14. This is consistent with the evidence of the
role of UK Govemment ‘austerity’ policies in reversing previous health improvements among the UK's poorest

populations.

Introduction

N ole: additional supporting references for this paper are included in the
online appendic

Profound changes to life expectancy have been observed across the
UK since the early 2010s. In all four nations (England, Scotland,

extend the analyses by comparing the contribution of age- and cause-
specific mortality changes to life expectancy trends between the least
and most deprived areas of Scotland to esiblish whether, and w what
extent, those contributions were more pronounced in more disadvan-
taged areas.

Cause of death: 20% least deprived

Northern Ireland, and Wales), long-term national-leval improve- 50

et ffectvely grovad t 4 hals, while in the poorest aress, e MEUNO0S R

expectancy actually declined. These changes predate the COVID-19  We replicated the previously employed methodology (2], additionally ;-: 4.0

pandemic and post-pandemic period of high inflation ('cost of lving stratifying by the least and most deprived 20% of the Scottish popau- -~

crisis) but have been made worse by bath. A large body of evidence  Lation using the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (smnt 1 £ 30

has demonstrated that UK Government ‘austerity’ policies, initiated in neighbourhood-level (c. 750 population) measure of relative socio- o

2010 but still largely in place today, are the most Ekely cause of these  acpnomic deprivation, calculated from administrative data, and used 2 20

changes [1]. Tn the UK. conteat, aisterity can be crudely defined 5 1o ool povernmen: publications and. resource allocation [4]. H

large-scale cuts in government spending, and evidence shows that 3 Diffarent versions of SIMD were used for different time pariods 2

combination: of cuts to the provision of vital public services and his- (¢ b oniary Table 1), We calculated period life expectancy (LE) g 10

torically unparalleled reductions in social security provision have had ' binp from National Records of Scotland mortality and population P

me&’m‘.{r;mmm? u‘S‘hmh‘h mdl mDmI;:y_PmﬁI! Oj-_d'! P‘;m;‘hm data, and then applied Arriaga’s method of life expectancy decompos- ¥ 00 R L

sk:(‘i?tul d;:‘[mmz:ﬁ :fahpg;l.;.h e "":TJ u‘fdsert;mp:d‘:.:g ;:w be:; ition [3], thereby estimating the contribution of different underlying a2 Fi gure 1. Deco mp05|t|0 n of

ot ot detal eloenhers . causes of death, and different age groups, to changes in life expectancy S .10 . X .
Key to our understanding of thess effects was a set of decompos- :::E'h;:“;‘;';z:'w'“ the most and least deprived 20% of Scottish ) the contribution of spec ific

vt g o vprevement b cpeccy we e by ey LE clcatons wer bwed n .y e grops vt the exc- cause of death to changes in

changes in mortality—i.e. increased rates or shower improvement in ﬁﬁ;‘r d-sz [;Pj?diaﬁo(u 31:1‘10011-40553155 - :3.: ?‘{P& Ft;T f le lif

rates—for almost all age groups and all major canses of death [2]. This ~ FOPUstRess, 2 years o g SLU-00) were combinec. | wenty-

was mportant i demossratng that the overal changes to ke ex. ;lrxm o cavees of :3:‘;!; el (iﬁ;ﬁ?d?;dm& excluding emale life expectancy
tancy were neither explained by changes in rates of specific, indi- ' —

mml, r’;useg of death u:rjby(hm{“e; ED,-BP,nkuj_u— age B;p:‘c.Ps‘ ashad  (Supplementary Table 52). The results are shown as the annualized betWee n 2001-03 and

been previously hypothesized; rather, the analyses showed that a com-
mon underfying factor affecting multiple, diverse, causes of death
across different age groups was a more likely explanation [1]. These
decomposition analyses were undertaken with Scottish mortality data;
however, similar results were also shown elsewhere in the UK [3]
Dne weakness of the Scottish analyses was that they were not sirati-
fied by socioeconomic deprivation. This is an important limitation,
given that we know that the changes to life expectancy have been
demonstrably worse in poorer areas. The aim here, therefore, was to

change in LE in weeks per year.

Aside from stratification by deprivation, the only sther difference
to the original methodology was that we extended the period of ana-
Iysis from 2017 to 2019. This updates the original analyses slightly but
avoids the additional complication of factoring in the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, we comparad changes in LE in the perind
2001403 to 2012-14 with those in 2012-14 to 2017-19. The break
berwesn periods was based on previous estimates of when the LE
trends in Scotland changed [2].

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
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The evidence of an altered society

e 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?

e 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)

SOCIAL
MURDER?

Austerity and Life Expectancy in the UK

David Walsh and
Gerry McCartney P




Policy responses (1)

# * Recommendations e.g.:
House of Commons * Declare the issue a ‘public health emergency’
Scottish Affairs Committee . I .
[ J
Problem drug use In Reverse austerity policies
Scotland * Adopt public health, not criminal justice,
First Report of Session 2019 a p p roa Ch
e e sopor ! minte * Adopt evidence-based approach
ot e s o » Safe consumption facilities

e 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

e 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?
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Labour MPs celebrate end of two-child
benefit cap in Reeves's budget

Abolition is popular with backbenchers and is expected to
stabilise precarious positions of the PM and chancellor

Labour MPs have publicly thrown their weight behind Rachel Reeves’s
budget after she abolished the two-child benefit cap and unveiled a slate of
progressive measures, including a mansion tax.

Backbenchers rallied round the prime minister and chancellor on Wednesday
afternoon after Keir Starmer hailed the measures being announced as “a
Labour budget with Labour values™.

The decision to entirely scrap the two-child limit, which prevents parents
from claiming child tax credit or universal credit for more than two children,
was openly celebrated by dozens of Labour MPs who have been publicly and
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Two-child benefit cap to be scrapped
from next year

” -
GETTY IMAGES ¢

Becky Morton

Political reporter

The two-child benefit cap will be scrapped in full from next April, Chancellor
Rachel Reeves has said.

The policy, introduced under the Conservatives in 2017, means parents can
only claim universal credit or tax credits for their first two children.

Announcing the move, which is estimated to cost £3bn a year by 2029-30,
Reeves said her party did "not believe that the solution to a broken welfare
system is to punish the most vulnerable children®.
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Keir Starmer will continue to push
for welfare cuts

The prime minister believes an overhaul of the government' disability payments
system will get people on long-term sickness back to work

The prime minister will continue to push for welfare reforms aimed at cutting

government spending after his No 10 reshuffle, according to reports.

Sir Keir Starmer is said to believe overhauling the disability payments system

would get people on long-term sickness back to work.

Plans to reform welfare will be a main focus of Starmer’s new Downing Street

team, The Telegraph reported.

« Rachel Reeves feels budget heat as borrowing costs hit 27-year high
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Burnham: I'll cut welfare “
iy

@ He won't be ‘squeamish’ in reducing bill to fund defence ® PM says it's his ‘duty’ to fight any challenge
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Andy Burnham to make it harder for

0 Podeasts

Europe: The Way Back

people to claim benefits as he vows to ‘get

serious’ about cutting welfare bill

New prime minister has also warned that ‘the NHS will collapse’ unless he fixes social care

Monday 27 July 2026 12:26 BST

Andy Burmnham To Make It Harder For People To Claim Benefits As He Vows To ‘Get Serious’ About Cutting Welfare Bill
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Up to 1.2m disabled people will lose
thousands in UK welfare overhaul,
experts warn

Liz Kendall, the work and pensions secretary, laid out plans
for £5bn savings but faces rebellion from some Labour MPs

O Liz Kendall, the secretary of state for work and pensions, laid out the welfare overhaul in the
House of Commons, 18 March 2025. Photograph: House of Commons/Reuters

Up to 1.2 million people with disabilities will lose thousands of pounds under
the government’s welfare overhaul, experts have said, as campaigners warn
the plan will exacerbate the country’s mental health crisis and push more
children into poverty.

Liz Kendall, the work and pensions secretary, laid out her long-awaited
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Benefits crackdown unveiled with

aim to save £5bn a year by 2030

HOUSE OF COMMONS

Becky Morton

Political reporter

18 March 2025

The government has unveiled sweeping changes to the benefits system,
aimed at saving £5bn a year by 2030.
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Nae money?

arantee level (£ per

* UK social security system the least  Universal creivs i
generous of any high-income Bt b o B
country

SOCIAL

g human rights impact of
y system failures in the UK

Source: JRF - Guarantee our Essentials
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Nae money?

* 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?

The wealth of Britain’s 157 billionaires is now equivalent to more than a fifth
of the country’s entire GDP, according to analysis by the Equality Trust -a
i O I

89,430
82,866

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



"Il shut up now

* (aka ‘in conclusion’) Y —
Health inequalities are entirely

political STOP TH = 11k

They have been widened by Al

atrocious/harmful policies GONFEBE YL
* Drug deaths are a key, tragic, part of that WEDNESDAY 26 AUGUST AND'

NB But they can be narrowed by good e
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)

ti Liberal Democrats
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