
 

Gaps in life expectancy between rich and
poor set to increase over next 10 years

December 4 2012

Health inequalities between England's richest and poorest areas have
widened in the ten years between 1999 and 2008. Researchers warn, in a
study published today in BMJ, that over the next ten years, we may
experience smaller increases in life expectancy than in the past decade
and health inequalities may rise at an even faster rate.

Studies have shown that economic decline is associated with long term
negative health impacts and the current climate has raised concerns
about this. Between 1999 and 2008 the target (set by the government)
for reducing the gap in life expectancy between rich and poor had not
been met and had in fact widened.

Researchers from the University of Liverpool wanted to explore the
effect of changes in economic conditions on changes in life expectancy
in local authorities (LAs) over a period of ten years of rising prosperity
in England (1999 – 2008). They wanted to know if LAs that saw the
greatest improvement in socioeconomic conditions experienced the
greatest rises in life expectancy. They also looked at the extent to which
this influenced health inequalities between LAs, and explored the
implications for proposed financial incentives to local authorities based
upon their "performance" in improving health.

They took data from 324 LAs in England and other data from the NHS
information centre and the Office for National Statistics. The main
outcome was change in life expectancy. The year 2008 was excluded
from the life expectancy study due to the recession.

1/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/economic+decline/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/local+authorities/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/socioeconomic+conditions/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/financial+incentives/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/national+statistics/


 

The study indicated that both decreasing unemployment and increasing
household income were significantly associated with increasing male and
female life expectancy: a 1% decline in unemployment was associated
with an additional 2.2 months of male and 1.7 months of female life
expectancy. The average life expectancy increase in an LA was 26
months for men and 34 months for women but health inequalities did
widen. The unemployment rate declined over the period, and differences
in the unemployment rate between rich and poor areas of the country
narrowed.

Average household income increased by £2815 per year but this was
slightly less in the spearhead local authorities (the fifth of LAs with the
worst health and deprivation indicators) meaning inequalities in income
increased. An average increase of £1000 in household income was
associated with an additional 1.4 months of male and 1.1 months of
female life expectancy.

The average increase in life expectancy for women across all local
authorities was 26 months between 1999 and 2008 compared to 24
months for the spearhead group. For men this was 34 months compared
to 32 months in the spearhead group. So the gap in life expectancy
between Spearhead areas and all local authorities during this period, but
they would have widened to an even greater extent had unemployment
not fallen at a faster rate in more deprived areas.

In conclusion, the researchers say that their analysis indicates that
"slower economic growth will result in a smaller increase in life
expectancy over the next decade". They suggest that action by
government to reduce socioeconomic inequalities between local
authorities in England could reduce health inequalities, whereas policies
that increase the gap in incomes and unemployment between areas are
likely to exacerbate health inequalities. Furthermore they suggest that
allocating resources to local authorities on the basis of their
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"performance" at increasing life expectancy is likely to reward more
affluent areas, rather than disadvantaged areas with greater needs.

  More information: BMJ: Impact on health inequalities of rising
prosperity in England 1998-2007, and implications for performance
incentives: longitudinal ecological study.
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