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Data showing greater falls in life expectancy in the
poorest areas of England than in the wealthiest have
led to questions over whether the government’s
levelling-up agenda is achievable without a
fundamental shift in approach.

The latest data from the Office for National Statistics
show that men born in the poorest areas of the
country are now expected to live almost 10 years less
(73.5 years in the period 2018 to 2020) than those in
the richest areas (83.2 years), and women eight years
less (78.3 versus 86.3).

There were “statistically significant” decreases in
male and female life expectancy in the most deprived
areas when compared with the period 2015 to 2017,
said the ONS.

The figures also show that in themost deprived areas
people are living more of their life in ill health. Girls
born in the poorest areas of England live 19 years less
in good health than those born in the wealthiest
areas.1

In 2018 to 2020 healthy life expectancy at birth for
girls and women was 51.9 years in the most deprived
areas and 70.7 years in the least deprived areas. The
figures for boys and men were 52.3 and 70.5 years,
respectively.

David Finch, assistant director of healthy lives at the
Health Foundation, said the data showed the uneven
effects of the covid pandemic and a “staggering
difference in life chances.”

Michael Marmot, director of the Institute of Health
Equity at University College London, described the
figures as shocking, saying that they showed a
continuing trend of worsening health inequalities.
“They are telling us a great deal about how well
society is functioning. If health is getting worse, then
society’s needs are not being met,” he told The BMJ.

InFebruary thegovernmentpublished itswhitepaper
on levelling up, which reiterated the ambition to
improvehealthy life expectancyby five years by 2035,
while narrowing the gap between the experience of
the richest and poorest people.2 However, a recent
analysis by the Health Foundation showed that on
current trends it would take 192 years to reach this
target.3

Finch said, “Reducing these stark inequalities
requires a fundamental shift towards a
whole-government approach that actively improves
the conditions needed to create good health, such as
adequate incomes to cope with the rising cost of
living, secure jobs, and decent housing.

“The upcoming disparities white paper presents a
clear opportunity to move beyond the rhetoric and
into action.”

The new figures on life expectancy include the first
year of the pandemic, when the country’s most
deprived areas experienced thehighest rates of death
involving covid-19. The data included covid deaths
in 2020, but the ONS noted that these cannot show
the full impact of covid deaths on inequalities.

Women living in the most deprived areas were
expected to live two thirds (66.3%) of their lives in
goodgeneral health,while those in the least deprived
areas would live more than four fifths (82%), the data
show.

Separate figures published by the ONS for Wales
showed similar trends in life expectancy.4 Female
life expectancy at birth in the most deprived areas of
Wales fell “significantly” from 79.1 in 2015-17 to 78.4
in 2018-20. However, the equivalent drop for boys
and men, from 74.3 to 74.1, was not statistically
significant.

In Wales, boys and men in the most deprived areas
were expected to spend 54.2 years on average in good
general health,which comparedwith 67.6 in the least
deprived areas. For girls and women the respective
figures were 53.3 and 70.2 years. Deprivation is
measured differently in Wales, with local areas
assigned one of five levels, while in England there
are 10 levels.

AlisonGarnham, chief executive of the Child Poverty
Action Group, commented, “This is really worrying
data and the message is stark: poverty kills. The
picture on child poverty is likely to worsen in the year
ahead as costs soar and families face a real terms cut
in universal credit. The sticking plaster responses
we’ve seen so far from government are hopelessly
inadequate. Ministers must respond to the scale of
the problem by bringing benefits in line with
inflation. That’s the minimum protection needed for
children in low income families.”

The picture is likely to get worse in the coming year.
A separate analysis released by the ONS shows that
in March 2022 around nine in 10 adults reported an
increase in the cost of living over the previousmonth,
whereas in November 2021 the proportion was six in
10 adults.5 Nearly a quarter of adults reported that it
was very difficult or difficult to pay their usual
household bills in the previous month, up from 17%
in November.
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